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An operative logic is not a sequence of reasoning. It is not expressed 
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Preemption Today 

 

 

Abstract: The doctrine of preemption was the official military 

doctrine of the George W. Bush administration. In subsequent 

presidencies it ceased to figure explicitly in official national secu- rity 

policy statements of the US government, while on the other hand it 

came to feature explicitly in contemporary NATO strat- egy. This 

article argues that the logic of preemption has not only continued to 

operate implicitly in US military practice, but that it has also moved 

into the domestic realm, where expresses itself in emergent 

variations of expanding reach. After summarizing the concept of the 

“operative logic” of preemption, the article dis- cusses a number of 

spheres, military and domestic, in the US and elsewhere, where the 

logic of preemption operates. It attempts to encapsulate how each 

iteration recast the formula for preemption. The examples discussed 

include drone counterinsurgency war- fare, the Chinese surveillance 

state’s recentering on pre-crime, the social discourse of safety in 

North America, conspiracy thinking as wielded by the MAGA 

movement, and AI machine learning systems. 
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tensions are mutually 

implicating: when one is felt, another rises to join 

each other, but they cannot complement each other 

to form a synthesis. 

 

that is not recognition-based? It can only be one that 

involves perceiving 

delineates the tensive field whose eventful working-out constitutes 

the  

One of core questions is what becomes of political legitimation in the 

regime of preemption. Government action can no longer legiti- mate its actions 

by appealing to a reason of state that can convincingly base what it does on a 



 
3 

 
 

solid foundation of fact, framed by consistent principle. The operative logic of 

preemption corresponds to the “post- truth” condition. It is not the kind of logic 

that reflects a demonstrable truth. Its premises, anchored in the could-be, are by 

nature counter- factual. The logic of preemption produces its own reality, as an 

emer- gent conclusion in excess of given conditions. Its truth arrives as a fait 

accompli, in consequence of its constitutive tensions working themselves out to 

emergent effect. This brings a provisional closure to the problematic openness 

of the tensive field. Preemption’s object of power—potential—is indeterminate, 

as essentially uncertain as a threat that has not yet emerged. This essential 

uncertainty is compen- sated for—in fact, overcompensated—by a closure on 

another level. I am referring to the level on which political legitimation has 

historically operated: the discursive level of logic in the usual sense, as the discur- 

sive assertion of a semantically formed proposition (as opposed to the eventful 

productivity of a problematically operative, generative field of tensions). 

 

The operative logic of preemption translates, on the discursive level of logic, 

into a closed, tautological loop in which the conclusion retrospectively justifies 

itself by the indeterminacy of its premises. This turns the traditional situation, 

where the solidity of established prem- ises prospectively entails the conclusion 

to follow in due form, on its head. It inverts the logic under pressure of the time 

paradox that was mentioned earlier as the second constitutive tension of the 

operative logic of preemption. Every conclusion becomes, retrospectively, a fore- 

gone conclusion: if the premises are indeterminate, the conclusion can always be 

said to have fulfilled them, without any risk of contradiction. An era of free-form 

legitimation ensues. The task of the government is no longer to discursively 

convince the public of the rectitude of its poli- cies. Its task is to induce them 

to accept the tautological justification, which is best done by affective means. 

The tried-and-true approach for this is the manipulation of fear. Threat is 

hypostasized into a “threat environment,” and the threat environment inflates 

to become one with the lifeworld. When this happens, the nation is placed on a 

permanent war footing, not only on the foreign front, but also on the domestic 

front, since external threats can always infiltrate to the inte- rior. Other kinds of 

threats, as uncertain and potentially ubiquitous as the terrorist threat, are 

endogenously produced from within. A virus, for example, might jump from 

animals to humans on a heartland farm and amplify to pandemic proportions 
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(the current fear in relation to the H5N1 “avian flu” virus, in an uncomfortable 

echo of COVID-19). The security state that grows up to surveil the full spectrum 

of threat with preemptive intent is the continuation of war by other means. 

 

Take as a recent example the decision of the University of Southern 

 

Preemption produces racist and ideological effects by non-ideological 

means. 

form or content. It lurks, as a 

self-reactivating tendency that always lies 
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The discourse of “safety” as the highest value has become hege-

 

Preemption is still operative in US military practice. The US response in early 

2024 to the Houthi threat to Red Sea shipping in support of the Palestinian 

people is an example. As a journalist observed, “what is considered an offensive 

strike can be elastic within the Pentagon, allowing the Biden administration to 

take preemptive military action but describe it as defensive in nature. For 

instance, US forces targeted Houthi missile sites over the past several months 

before they could launch missiles against shipping in the Red Sea, saying the 

operation was meant to protect potential targets from attack.”5 This was only 

one of many preemptive attacks carried out by the US each year, the majority 

drone strikes operating out of the country’s far-flung galaxy of rapid-response 

bases around the world. At around the same time as the Houthi operation, 

President Biden was urging Israel not to follow a preemptive strategy in relation 

to Iran in order to avoid inflaming the region, tacitly acknowledging the 

productive nature of 

 

environment. . . the top priority for 

the entire alliance, and especially its 

threat environment, and preemption’s constitutive tensions cannot 

fail  
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the three parties to the current tensions, only 

China has a no-first-strike 

sion to work. Both Russia and the United States refuse to rule 

out a first 

ostensibly more terrifying threat of graduation speakers speaking 

their 

(threateningly indeterminate) Uyghur 

population was the sharp end of the surveillance stick as it operates throughout 

the country to preempt 

forms for government control. China’s social credit system is a 

massive 
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their feet and move unrestricted where the 

specter of threat lures them. 

social expectations are 

blacklisted from access to many social benefits, 

 

No survey of preemption today would be complete without signaling a unique 

mutation of its operative logic associated with the right-wing Make America 

Great Again movement swirling around the figure of Donald Trump and 

extending into a diverse network of alt-right groupings, including the 

burgeoning militia movement in the US. Along this vector, the operative logic 

of preemption converges with the conspiracy thinking that has supplanted 

traditional polit- ical discourse. Conspiracy thinking, like preemption at the 

discursive level, operates in a tautological loop. The conclusion is always already 

given. Malevolent actors are felt to be at work, and their identities are pre-known 

(George Soros, Jewish financiers, demonic Democrats who drink the blood of the 

children they traffic for sexual slavery, to name a few). At the same time, the 

threat is frightfully slippery. Behind one malevolent actor there always lurks 

another. The conclusion is fore- gone, but not foreclosed. It opens onto an endless 

series of additional chapters and addenda, all beginning from and returning to the 

usual suspects. With each loop, new variations on the story are added, and the 

enemies list multiplies like a swarm of gnats. The focal figures of the usual 

suspects present as central black holes around which a galaxy of sub-figures 

narratively swirl in ever increasing numbers, each increase adding a complication 

to the narrative. The story lines shoot out in all directions. If they were 

regathered and laid side by side, they would plainly contradict each other. But 

they never are, so their profusion never contradicts the mainline narrative, which 

continues barreling forward, churning out new variations on itself too rapidly 

for any mere contradiction to trip it up. In this mad proliferation of suspicion, 

it is almost impossible to keep up with the shifting landscape of threat. Thus, 

even though the conclusion is foregone, there is a constant need to go back again, 

start over, worry further, and “do the research” all over again, to re-generate 

the foregoneness of the conclusion. Nothing is certain, but everything is already 
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known, making “research” a tauto- logical process that is like a careening crash-

test vehicle no one can get off of as it magically courses through obstacles as in 

a video game. The process is infinite and unbounded, in spite of—or as a strange 

function of—its circularity. The foregone conclusion is looped back to over and 

over again, each time from a different angle, each cycle enlarging the galaxy of 

conspiracy in a way that leads to the once-and- again, ever-surprising rediscovery 

of the already-known. Conspiracy thinking is a kind of cosmogenesis of suspicion 

and foregone conclu- sion that is endlessly productive of the grist feeding its own 

process. 

foregoneness of the conclusion 

is in the subjunctive: it should be thus … 

 the way it is, returning me to the frighteningly 

comfortable conclusion to which I am already accustomed. The operative logic of 

the should-be/ so-be-it enables similar modalities of action as preemption 

governed by the could-be/would be. It favors the same trial-and-error poking and 

prodding of the threat environment to flush out threats, so that they can then 

be met head-on, or even more conveniently, turned against each other. The 

constant harassment of trolling, doxxing, calling out, and canceling is meant to 

stir the hornet’s nest, creating such a buzz of disturbance and confusion that 

co-conspirators turn on each other, shattering their assumed conspiratorial 

solidarity, or simply withdraw in frustration, fear, and anger. In far-right circles 

this is often desig- nated by the term “owning the libs.” 

MAGA rage, like all preemptive logics, is affectively driven, continually 

incited and modulated by the social media environment in its functioning as a 

threat multiplier and amplifier. Should-be/so-be-it forms a palimpsest of 

aspirational conclusiveness layered on top of ineradicable uncertainty.9 

Finally, and perhaps most far-reachingly, certain cultural critics see an 

operationalization of preemptive productivity in the workings of AI, in particular 

the large-language-model and image synthesis machine learning systems behind 

such game-changing products as facial recognition, ChatGPT, and DALL-E. 
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scenes 

response or even an open intervention is necessary (“herding”). 

can be headed off before 

it fully emerges. But it also mentions insurance 

 anomalies, driving all behavior toward preestablished parameters that 

 

It is not possible in the short space available here to develop this point at 

length, given the highly technical nature of AI, its multiple varieties, and their 

rapidly changing landscape. The short story is that ML is a nonlinear process. 

The systems are trained using target outputs, essentially starting at the end. But 

the end is just the begin- ning. When presented with a prompt and asked to 

generate its own output, it has to begin all over again. It decomposes the 

input into sub-representational (“dividual”) features such as edges in an image 

or sublinguistic components of words (“tokens” in large language models). It then 

begins a feed-forward journey through multiple layers of processing, in the course 

of which patterns are detected and used to make a match (as in face recognition) 

or to construct a novel output (as in image synthesis or a chatbot response). 

Transformations are applied at each layer. These include data pooling and 

filtering, connective mappings, differential weightings, and even the forgetting 

of data to enable the system to refresh. The process is iterative. The output has 

the potential to be assessed, then fed back in to feed forward all over again, with 

tweaks applied to the transformations en route. AI is not called “generative” for 

no reason. The process, even when its task is “recognition,” is creative. This is 

because of the inescapable fact that there is, for example, no one profile of a 

face. A face is field of contin- uous variation, depending on angle, light 

conditions, movement, and the effect of any and all of these on the gestalt. If a 

face recognition operated in terms of representation—taking a set model and 

matching already-defined features—it would fail. It has to return to the dividual 

level, decompose, find patterns and then recompose, before it can attempt to 

match. The output is not a single portrait, but always a vari- ation, no less so than 

in the more obvious cases of image synthesis and the novel responses generated 

in a chat box conversation. When the mission is to recognize, the match is never 

to an exact form, but to a set of parametric possibilities: a field of possible 

variations on the form, falling within certain limits. 
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bilitic, 

not realistic, in the sense of slavishly reflecting something given. 

the iterative process as it 

convolutes its way through cycles of feedback 

 so as to find not what it began with, but a 

new variation on it, in the form of an emergent analogue of it (an actively 

constructed match; a synthesized image that is as good as real; a simulated 

conversational response). It unfounds for refinding; it is refounding. Its product is 

always a derivative. In the course of the cycling through transforma- tions among 

layers, anomalies can be introduced that throw the output off course. This is in 

addition to a fundamental element of uncomput- ability native to all digital 

processing, to which the work of Luciana Parisi has drawn attention.13 The risk 

of hallucination is a condition for the functionality of AI: it derives from the same 

source as AI’s capacity to be generative and surpass the given. 

generates a 

definite output from the uncertain conditions of the world’s 

minacy. Its iterative circularity 

operates to filter uncertainty toward the 

 

Politically, two of the great potentials of AI in the wild are priming and 

profiling. As underlined by the notorious Facebook experi- ment influencing 

affective states through the management of users’ feeds and Cambridge 

Analytica’s attempts to influence voter prefer- ences through misinformation,14 

AI lends itself to the practice of the “nudge”: the quintessential preemptive art 

of priming. This refers to the act of inflecting behavior through cut-ins, cut-

aways, and cues that are not necessarily consciously experienced as such, and 

precisely because of that can exert a formative pressure on experience, tweaking 

it to take form otherwise or move divert to a different path. Priming involves the 

characteristic preemptive trial-and-error modus operandi of poking and prodding 

to induce a taking-form, bringing to a culimi- nating expression an emergent 
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variation on what might have been, in the form of a nonlinearly produced 

conclusion, cued in advance. 

sity of large language models to reproduce racial stereotypes. It is 

most 

social grouping based 

on its possession of like characteristics. The issue 

 

Profiling practiced in this manner does not pertain to the preemp- tive mode 

of power, as embodied in the surveillance state. It belongs to an older, 

disciplinary mode—still very much with us, but not defini- tive of the overall 

cultural condition. Power in this mode does not care about the misses and 

misidentifications because it is not really about correctly categorizing. It is about 

wielding categorization as a weapon to force a population into acquiescing to 

social boundaries and divi- sions designed to ensure the unequal distribution of 

life potentials (with regards to such things as mobility, enrichment, and 

expression). The disciplinary mode of power is also productive. But what it aims 

to produce is conformity more than variation, by means of the application (of a 

given norm) rather than through generative feedback-feedforward (toward a 

new iteration that a surpasses the given). Racial profiling of this traditional cast 

works as a mechanism of what was called earlier normation. 

corpus has been 

scrubbed of data repeating racial stereotypes.16 This is because what is 

reconstructed are patterns. Due to the effects of racial- 

and health outcomes can operate 

together as a proxy for race. No racial 

 in society is re-produced, in the strong 

sense of being produced all over again from scratch, through the multilayered 

reconstitution of symptomatic patternings: made to be, in new iterations. For 
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when the results of an AI analysis are fed forward a step further, into the social 

policies they inform, the effect may well be to reinforce the patterns of racism 

the analyses reconstituted, even if that was not the explicit intent of the 

programmers or end users. Racism comes around again, in the guise of a new 

conclusion, effectively refounding it. 

This is another instance of the production of ideological effects by non-

ideological means. The process runs with the productively nonlinear circularity 

characterizing operative logics of preemption. It makes the situation more 

pernicious than the simple linear hypoth- esis of the prejudices of individuals 

skewing a data sample. And it makes it even more insidious than the bald-

faced application of a racial category to disciplinary ends, as in police stop-and-

search prac- tices. It normalizes systemic racism, in a manner that is itself 

systemic, humming along in the background of the digital infrastructure. This 

is the kind of back-end, feedforward racialization that Jonathan Beller sees as 

integral to the operations of contemporary racial capitalism: a capitalism whose 

endemic production of inequality falls systemati- cally along racial lines as a 

consequence of the accumulated effects of the histories of slavery, colonization, 

and segregation.17 AI can boost racism to the level of an ontopower, producing 

racist effects above and beyond the intentions of individuals. 

 But that is 

another story. 
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